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Abstract  
Tourism faces unique skills gaps and despite investments in human capital development (HCD) most managers 
are not aware, nor held accountable for the benefits and risk of HCD. This paper explores the responsibility of 
collaborative role players in managing HCD risk in South African tourism. Interviews with managers reveal the 
benefits from collective management of HCD risks such as: employee retention, learning transfer, misaligned 
training needs, disengaged employees and financial mismanagement. The research adds to SA HCD risk 
knowledge. Practically, the top five SA HCD tourism risks and risk management collaborators are revealed. 
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1. Introduction 
Human capital development (HCD), talent acquisition and augmenting the workforce are three of the top ten 
global and South African human capital trends (Deloitte, 2017). Rapid change, disruptive social and technological 
systems and digitalization, demands optimal integration between human and technological capabilities. 
Mismatched capabilities require ongoing appraisals and regular interventions to keep employees empowered and 
engaged (Chatterjee, 2017). Efficient managers help drive change and commit to achieving the organisation’s 
objectives (Hamel, 2015). Employee productivity enhanced by knowledge, skills and competencies is a major 
driver of success in service organisations, hence contributing to GDP (Syltevik, Karamperidis, Antony & Taheri, 
2018; Chatterjee, 2017).  
 
Tourism is labour intensive and optimal performance places a high premium on employee quality performance 
(Saltik & Avci, 2018; Cinnirella & Streb, 2017). HCD is part of a service organisation’s long-term strategy and 
is measured, managed for return on investment (ROI) and risks (Kong, 2015). An investment in HCD presents a 
risk larger than that in physical capital (Israelsen & Yonker, 2017), yet, such research in the tourism sector is 
limited (Mayombe & Lombard, 2015; Jasson & Govender, 2016; Saltik & Avci, 2018). This article explores HCD 
risk, focusing on the collaborative responsibilities of different role players in South African (SA) tourism 
organisations.  
 
2. Literature 
Self-motivated employees, seekers of new knowledge, are more mobile and at risk of poaching by rival 
organisations. As the owners of knowledge, they are instrumental in increasing workplace performance 
(Kuruczleki, Pelle, Laczi & Fekete, 2016).  SA has digital technology and skilled workers who are flexible and 
adapt easier to technological demands. These capabilities contribute to workplace performance (Cinnirella & 
Streb, 2017). This implies that HCD risk is relevant to all organisations dependent on evolving human capital. 
The risk of losing key employees is more severe in smaller organisations (Israelsen & Yonker, 2017) and inability 
to manage risk may threaten its survival or ability to grow (Kong, 2015). The tourism industry is characterised by 
small businesses and owner-managers with limited management skills and expertise (Zwane, Du Plessis & 
Slabbert, 2014). As such it is highly dependent on the retention of skilled employees to survive (Aksoy, Sengun 
& Yilmaz, 2018).     
 
Most organisations do not assess the value of, or the risk from HCD and without positive evidence of value created 
from limited resources, training budgets may be reduced (Roberts, 2017). A reduction in employee development 
may lead to reduced organisational performance (Hamel, 2015), loss of key employees (Israelsen & Yonker, 
2017), and poor customer service (Sheridan & Williams, 2011).  The risk of not managing HCD risks far 
outweighs the costs associated with developing employees. Managers in tourism service organisations should be 
held accountable for employing, training and retaining competent staff (Roberts, 2017).   
    
HCD increases corporate innovative capabilities and enables global competitive opportunities (Kong, 2015; 
Aksoy et al., 2018). All efforts aimed at creating knowledge through continuous learning build the human capital 
stock of the investing organisation, and enhance labour productivity and country knowledge (Cinnirella & Streb, 
2017). Management’s inability to identify, quantify or address HCD risk not only reduces competitiveness, but 
also depletes national capabilities. Poorly engaged employees present the risk of high employee turnover, reduced 
motivation, performance, innovation and ultimately poor customer service (Deloitte, 2017). Millennials demand 
an engaging work environment, where all their needs are met. Most South African service organisations admit to 
being unprepared for this trend (Deloitte, 2017). HCD interventions, usually initiated by line managers, are 
executed by HRD professionals, consultants or external training providers. Financial officers do not request 
evidence of impact and value for money following resources committed to HCD interventions. Although 
managers are held accountable by the shareholders to act in their best interest, few are called upon to report on 
HCD return on investment (ROI) and HCD risks (Brink, 2014). The ability of employees to apply newly acquired 
skills, the impact on the organisation and the ROI are not measured or managed by most organisations due to a 
lack of skills and knowledge about HCD evaluation (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2013).  
 
3. Method 
A qualitative design, using semi-structured interviews as the instrument for data collection was employed for this 
study. Interpretativism was the philosophical paradigm guiding this research. The participants’ subjective 
understanding and interpretation of their world enabled the creation of new knowledge for this research study 
(Mouton, 2009; Creswell, 2015; Gringeri, Barusch & Cambron, 2013). The research population for this study 
consists of all operational managers in tourism organisations in South Africa. The sample population (n = 28) was 
purposefully selected from executive, senior and junior managers. The questions posed to participants were of a 
specific professional nature that required specialised knowledge (Welman et al., 2010). 
   
A self-developed semi-structured interview guide was used as the research instrument (Creswell, 2015). The 
interview guide consisted of three distinct sections, namely interview consent, biographic data, and HCD and risk 
questions (Guercini, 2014). The latter section was the main part of the interview schedule and comprised eight 
semi-structured questions posed to all participants. Personal, one-on-one interviews, lasting for approximately 
one hour, were conducted in person by the researchers. Prior to the interviews, consent was obtained, the 
interviews were recorded either in writing, or audio recorded or both. Interviewing was terminated once data 
saturation was reached. The study followed a qualitative inductive thematic analysis. Responses were categorized 
according to the nine themes identified for this study. Common and profound responses were highlighted as 
significant findings (Emmel, 2015). Themes were aligned to the research objectives in order to answer the research 
question. Ethical approval, consent, confidentiality, withdrawal and data quality was assured in this study (Venter 
& Van Zyl, 2017).  
 
 
4.  Findings 
Participants were HCD managers (12), HCD practitioners (9) and HCD directors (7). Participant years of 
experience include 5 to 10 years (11); 1 to 4 years (6); greater than 15 years (5); 11 to 15 years (3); and less than 
1 year (3). Most participants had a university degree.  
 
Participant HCD roles included: career counselling; conducting assessments; skills committee role; training needs 
analysis; skills planning; designing and delivering of HCD interventions; advising HCD stakeholders; meet 
performance management gaps; and aligning HCD to business objectives. In the voices of research participants, 
HCD roles include the following:  
“I engage line managers to do skills analysis and workplace skills plan then send it 
to TETA [Training authority]” (P9) 
“Part of skills committee, workplace skills plan compilation, also the bursary, 
internship and learnership committees … co-deciding on the programmes and 
selection of employees …” (P18) 
 
Multiple stakeholders are involved in HCD management including the employers, employees (trainees), line 
managers, HCD managers and professionals, enterprise risk managers, financial managers and training authorities 
(SETA’s).  
 
The highest risk category was that of poor employee retention. Learning transfer is ranked as the second main risk 
of HCD. The third most prevalent HCD risk are misaligned training needs analysis, peer negativity and non-
attendance of interventions. The fourth HCD risk is employee disengagement prior to or during HCD 
interventions. The fifth HCD risk is budget constraints from fruitless HCD expenditure, unmet targets, 
incompetent training practitioners, inept systems and non-compliance.  
 
Participants reported managing HCD risks via commitment forms, restraint of trade and service contracts. 
Obtaining employee buy-in, providing incentives and rewards, and aligning jobs to training needs are means of 
managing HCD risks. ROI calculation and keeping a risk register was seldom seen as a measured role of HCD 
risk management. HCD risk management functions include: efficient HCD systems support; mentoring and 
coaching; succession planning; HCD funding; line manager support; accredited training; effective HCD; and 
accountability.  Purposely managing HCD risk is linked to improved operations by most participants (15), while 
10 participants linked performance improvement to risk management. Positive HCD risk management include: 
promotion opportunities; higher staff retention; improved skills transfer; learning organisation; accurate ROI; and 
positive training needs analysis.  In the voices of participants: 
 
“….Minimises the risks of poor performance. Minimises the risks of customer 
dissatisfaction. Minimises the risks of reputational [damage]. Enhances the ability to 
achieve strategic objectives.” (P15) 
“Reduces inefficiencies. Increases performance.” (P2)   
 
Figure 1 displays the stakeholders who must collaborate in SA tourism HCD risk management.  
 
 
 
Figure 1: Collaborators of HCD risk management (Source: authors)  
 
5.  Discussion 
The findings are corroborated by Cinnirella and Streb (2017), that increased employee engagement improves 
organisational performance; that challenging work and development opportunities enhance feelings of loyalty and 
commitment among millennials. Deloitte (2017) support the study findings that performance is improved, 
inefficiencies and waste is reduced and profitability is enhanced through HCD risk management. These findings 
are supported in that HCD benefits far outweigh HC costs and that managing HCD ROI and risk is a collaborative 
responsibility (Kong, 2015; Roberts, 2017).         
 
Tourism managers are accountable for ensuring that money spent on training and HCD interventions sufficiently 
transfers into excellent performance in product and service. Capabilities learned through training, on the job 
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engagement, mentoring and coaching must become operational efficiencies creating competitive capabilities that 
meet high demands. The implications are that benefits arise from a collaborative effort to measure, manage and 
report on the risk and ROI of HCD including: motivated employees, reducing inefficiencies, improving 
performance and operations, and allowing for a measured approach to retention, promotion, skills transfer, 
organisational learning, ROI and training risks management. 
 
  6.  Conclusion 
While many managers do not measure the benefits, even fewer are aware of operational risks resulting from unmet 
objectives, unengaged millennials and loss of key employees. Empirical research conducted among South African 
tourism managers reveal that HCD benefits far exceed he cost of HCD; and that managing the risks that are 
inevitable in HCD is a collaborative responsibility. Further research should measure how HCD risks impact 
operational performance, engagement and skills transfer.          
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